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While Twain's mother may have considered blackface minstrel performances inappropriate and many Americans today find the language and images racially offensive, such performances were the most popular form of entertainment in antebellum America. A group called the Ethiopian Serenaders began a tradition of minstrel performances at the White House in 1844, and minstrel songs were common from New York City to the western frontier. Songs about idyllic plantation life in the South resonated with Americans adjusting to the new industrial cities of the North. Moreover, the more popular performers received large salaries because of their ability to address forbidden topics of race, class, and gender in Victorian America. Escaping the conformity of the period, audience members were usually northern working class men who enjoyed performances that celebrated folk heroes at the expense of the upper classes. In contrast to more genteel theater audiences, minstrel shows drew crowds willing to encourage-through mob behavior and rocks if need be-the kind of songs, jokes, characters, and encores that they enjoyed. Finally, minstrel entertainment also coincided with the rise of the women's rights movement. Minstrel performers, who were exclusively male yet often played female characters even at a time in which women actors were not rare, mocked the movement and any challenge to gender norms.
Of course, race, the most explosive issue of the antebellum period, lay at the center of minstrelsy. Although black minstrel performers existed before and after the Civil War, most of the composers, performers, and members of the audience were white. The characters, and supposedly their dialect, appearance, and behavior, were black. Sometimes, especially in the early years, white audience members believed that they were watching black performers. As a result, playbills for minstrel shows began to include illustrations of performers with and without blackface. (see document #7) More common was the perception that white performers portraying blacks were "accurate" and that songs were "full of real Negro atmosphere."2 Despite the fact that most performers and many composers had little if any experience with either the South or slavery, minstrelsy centered on a romantic portrait of southern plantation life. The surviving images and lyrics from the thriving minstrel business reveal demeaning caricatures that reduced African Americans to childish (or inhuman) figures contented with slavery and an opportunity to, according to one song, "Sing for the White Folks, Sing!" Lyrics such as "Oh happy are we Darkies so Gay, Come let us sing and laugh while we play," certainly did not capture the horrors of American slavery. Peaking in popularity as the abolitionist movement in the North gained momentum; minstrel shows mirrored the image of blacks used increasingly by defenders of slavery in the decades before the Civil War, and shows rarely failed to ridicule abolitionists along with both free and enslaved blacks.3 Minstrel caricatures of slaves served not only to define African-Americans in the minds of the dominant culture, but their performances also contributed to the growing sense of "whiteness" among an ethnically diverse population in the urban North and, in the decades after the American Revolution, to a sense of a unique, albeit problematic, American national identity. In short, the minstrel tradition not only demeaned blacks, it helped define what was white and, consequently, what was American.
Using Minstrel Music in the Classroom
Although minstrel music survived the era of the Civil War, the music, lyrics, and images associated with minstrelsy provide a valuable way to explore numerous issues of the antebellum period such as race, slavery, abolitionism, and secession, urbanization and immigration in the North, and class and gender. The study of minstrel music therefore can most effectively be introduced when students are exploring American society on the eve of the Civil War. Involving race and northern society as it does, minstrel music is also useful in aiding students to understand the limitations of Reconstruction.
Before using minstrel music teachers should warn students that many of the images and lyrics associated with minstrelsy are offensive by today's standards. Instructors must also be sensitive in using historical evidence such as this and realize that it has the potential of deepening racial prejudice. Nevertheless, ignoring the role of minstrel music in shaping and reflecting dominant ideas of race would rob the American past (and present) of its cultural complexity and overlook a provocative opportunity for students to explore the social construction of race in a seminal period of American history. Understanding the ways in which Americans in the past used both subtle and blatant cultural messages to construct race allows students to deconstruct and expose racist hierarchies and, in turn, create an American culture committed to racial equality. Ultimately, the willingness of Americans to confront, rather than ignore, the ideas embedded in minstrel music lay at the center of historical efforts at racial justice. In addition to demonstrating historical change, using this controversial historical material can reinforce a more positive concept: the rich and multiracial nature of American culture.
While the reaction of students to the activities I offer for use below is often to focus on racism, the primary sources included in Set B underscore the complexity of issues that can be explored. They do this by also using recent popular music and its varied connections to generate discussion of larger issues. Minstrel music is available in both CDs and video documentaries and there are obviously more contemporary examples of cultural appropriation such as the career of Elvis Presley or the rise of rap music (see discussion questions) which can offer useful opportunities to either introduce or extend the lesson.
Lesson Plans
Time Frame: two 50 minute class periods Student Objectives:
1. To understand how the production and consumption of nineteenth-century popular culture reflected the diverse perspectives on matters such as region and race.
2. To interpret primary documents associated with minstrel music and antebellum American culture.
3. To identify and understand the multiple meanings embedded in popular culture and the relationship to larger historical issues.
Procedure
Day One: After explaining the nature of minstrel performances and their popularity, the instructor should play a few minstrel songs and provide lyrics. Divide the class into 5 groups. The assignment for the first four groups is to evaluate the primary sources associated with minstrel music (Set A) and write a short newspaper review of a minstrel performance based on the perspective of their assigned antebellum identity. The reviews should comment on both the content and meaning of the performance as well as the role of the audience. 
